This is a critical abstract of an economic evaluation that meets the criteria for inclusion on NHS EED. Each abstract contains a brief summary of the methods, the results and conclusions followed by a detailed critical assessment on the reliability of the study and the conclusions drawn.
Study design
The analysis was based on a multi-centre (36 GP principals and NHS Trust), retrospective, comparative cohort study. The data were collected for one year, from April 2001 until March 2002. Patients and GPs were followed up through postal surveys. It was reported that the response rate reached 52.9% (100 out of 189) for the community service patient survey. Of the 89 nonrespondents, 11 patients had died or moved address; no reasons were provided for the rest of the patients. The response rate reached 44.6% (82 out of 184) for the hospital service patient survey. Of the nonrespondents 9 patients had died or moved address; no reasons were provided for the rest of the patients. The response rate reached 80.6% among GPs, but no reasons were provided for nonresponse. Additional data (e.g. on access to ultrasound services) were retrieved from medical records. Such data were retrieved for just 88.5% of the community service sample and 96.9% of the hospital service sample, owing to unavailable or incomplete patient records.
Analysis of effectiveness
The outcomes assessed were patient and GP access to the two services, patient and GP satisfaction with the services, and further aspects of service quality. These were assessed through postal surveys piloted and sent to the two patient groups and the GP principals.
Patient satisfaction was evaluated on a scale of 1 ("very dissatisfied") to 5 ("very satisfied").
The patients' access to secondary care services after an abnormal diagnostic ultrasound scan was evaluated by mapping a small number of patients who were referred to secondary care using their hospital medical records.
Clinical quality of the two services was evaluated by taking a random sample of 20 abdominal ultrasound scan images for each service group (stratified into 10 normal and 10 abnormal scans). Consultant radiologists assessed the images and compared them with equivalent reports. In addition, the structure and the organisation of the two services were assessed through interviews with the NHS Trust Director of Imaging and the radiographer who administered the service in the community.
It was reported that the patient groups were comparable in terms of their demographic characteristics. Of the 29 GPs who replied to the survey, all used the hospital service and 23 used the community service.
Effectiveness results
The results for access to ultrasound services were as follows.
The mean waiting time for an ultrasound scan appointment was 17.44 days (95% Confidence interval, CI: 15.86 to 19.02) for the community service and 44.53 days (95% CI: 38.83 to 50.23) for the hospital service.
Eighteen of the 23 GPs (78.3%) who used community as well as hospital ultrasound services took waiting times for the services into consideration when deciding on which service to refer a patient to.
Ninety-three per cent of community service patients and 95.1% of hospital service patients reported that the location of their ultrasound appointment was convenient The time of the appointment was reported as suitable by 95 (95%) community service patients and 76 (92.7%) hospital service patients.
The time difference between the programmed appointment time and actual appointment time was estimated to be less than 10 minutes by 43% of patients in the community service group and by 33% of patients in the hospital service group. When the pathways of three pairs of patients were referred to secondary care after abnormal scans, the biggest differences were observed in the time interval between initial ultrasound screening and referral to secondary care (Range: 1 to 168 days). No systematic differences in other time intervals were observed between the two groups.
In terms of patient satisfaction with the services, 86% of patients in the community group and 76% in the hospital group rated their satisfaction as 4 or 5.
In terms of GP satisfaction with the services, 17 (74%) GPs who used the community service rated their satisfaction as 5, while only 1 (3%) of the 29 GPs who used the hospital rated their satisfaction as 5. Seventeen GPs (59%) assigned a rating of 1 or 2 for the hospital service, mainly because of the long waiting time required for the patients' appointments.
In terms of complaints GPs received for the ultrasound services, one GP received a complaint for the community service while 14 GPs received complaints for the hospital service. Again, these mainly referred to long waiting times.
The aspects of quality evaluated referred to structure, process and outcome indicators (i.e. quality of stored images, demonstration of normal and abnormal anatomy, and quality of ultrasound reports). No systematic differences were found between the two services in terms of the quality indicators.
